Urinary cortisol and catecholamines in mothers of child cancer survivors with and without PTSD.
Reduced cortisol coupled with elevated catecholamines has been reported for patients with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) precipitated by war and other traumas considered to be "outside the range of usual experiences". It is unclear whether these neuroendocrine abnormalities also occur in PTSD precipitated by more commonly experienced traumas associated with life-threatening illness. Overnight (12-h) urinary cortisol, norepinephrine (NE) and epinephrine (E) were measured in 21 mothers of pediatric cancer survivors with (n = 14) and without PTSD symptoms (n = 7) and in control mothers of healthy children (n = 8). Mothers meeting subthreshold and full PTSD criteria were combined to form the PTSD symptoms group. The PTSD group showed lower total urinary cortisol and a trend for higher total urinary NE than the non-PTSD group, who in turn were no different from controls. There were no significant group effects for E. Cortisol (but not NE) effects remained after controlling for symptoms of co-morbid depression. The finding of reduced cortisol in illness-related PTSD demonstrates neuroendocrine dysregulation similar to that found previously in other types of trauma (e.g., war-related). Future longitudinal studies with repeated urinary collection procedures will be necessary to clarify measurement issues and establish the time course and health implications of the neuroendocrine perturbations.